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ABSTRACT
Elizabeth Anne Taylor: Sincerely Yours
An Analysis of the Nature and Strengths of Epistolary Fiction

This thesis focuses on the accomplishments of epistolary fiction and what it offers
writers. The thesis begins with a study of the history and evolution of the form to
develop a base for ideas presented in the following sections. It addresses the challenges
posed by the epistolary foi*m as well as the form’s possibilities. The thesis investigates
specific possibilities writing techniques used in epistolary form and their effects on both
the characters and readers. The concentration is on six different epistolary novels written
between the mid 1600’s and today. The central argument of this thesis offers an
assessment of the strengths of epistolary fiction, and a claim that shows how these
strengths are evident in epistolary novels spanning the last three and a half centuries.
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INTRODUCTION
Letter writing is the only devicefor combining solitude with good company.
- Lord Bvron
The type of literature known as epistolary is not usually found in the typical
student's catalog of studies. It was not until my junior year of college, that I, an English
major, was introduced to the world of epistolary literature. In a course examining various
types of novels, our class spent a section studying an example of epistolary fiction. With
the knowledge of my upcoming thesis my interest was pricked and I began to familiarize
myself with this realm of literature. The door opened, and the stores of accessible
information were seemingly infinite. Thus, I set out on a literary mission to discover the
strengths and weaknesses of the epistolary form. My hopes for the study were to uncover
what the epistolary novel does well and to show how this is evident across the four
hundred years of the form’s existence.
The points addressed in this thesis explore and analyze epistolary literature in a
variety of forms from multiple authors and eras. The central organizing principle of this
study is an attempt to answer the questions, “Wliy write through letters?” and “Why do
different authors use the epistolary method, and how do they use it to create different
types of effects?

This thesis addresses these questions while examining the role and the

functionality of letter-writing in literature. It also examines the role of the epistolary
form in both the realms of the literary experience of the reader and the creative flexibility
of the author and offers an appreciation of its contributions to the development of the
modem novel.
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The following six epistolary works are the objects of this analysis: The Letters of
a Portuguese Nun by Marianna Alcoforado (1669), Pamela by Samuel Richardson
(1740), Dracula by Bram Stoker (1897), Address Unknown by Kathrine Kressmann
Taylor (1938), The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis(1942), and Ella Minnow Pea by
Mark Dunn (2001). Additional epistolary novels are mentioned throughout the thesis to
help provide multiple examples of a point being addressed.
The body of this thesis is broken down into four different chapters each
addressing a different aspect of the epistolary form in fictional literature. The first
chapter contains a brief history and development of epistolary fiction and an overview of
the types of works which are considered epistolary. The second chapter is a study of the
creative possibilities and advantages held within the epistolary form and the strengths of
the form. The third chapter is a study of the limitations and disadvantages of the form
and the hindrances and obstacles that must be addressed by its authors to create a
functional work. The fourth chapter is a study of general similarities discovered in the
addressed works spanning four centuries and the authors’ reasonings for using the
epistolary form. Finally, is a conclusion that addresses the epistolary form of fiction
drawn from the information compiled in the preceding chapters.

2

CHAPTER I
Section 1: A BRIEF HISTORY OF EPISTLES IN FICTION
Letters are above all useful as a means ofexpressing the ideal self: and no other method
of communication is quite so goodfor this purpose. In letters we can reform without
practice, beg without humiliation, snip and shape embarrassing experiences to the
measure ofour own desires... -Elizabeth Hardwick
In order to fully appreciate the epistolary form in literature, it is useful to become
familiar with its history and evolution. To understand the present, examine the past.
Obviously, the epistolary novel has its roots in actual letters, but the exact date on which
a physical letter or collection of letters acquired literary status is unknown. Literary
analysts recognize two different theories explaining the origin and development of the
epistolary novel. The first maintains that the epistolary novel evolved as novels were
increasing in popularity and were becoming filled with text other than dialogue and
description, including letters and poetry. The second holds that the epistolary novel was
created from collections of actual letters and poems ordered into a functioning plot

(Singer 20).
Many researchers consider Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (published in 1740) the
first epistolary novel, and although it could be the first novel intentionally composed in
letter form for recreational and instructional reading, it was not the first compilation of
letters read for amusement. The work known as The Letters ofa Portuguese Nun was
published nearly a century before Pamela, and was quite a literary sensation. Even
before The Letters ofa Portuguese Nun, a few other epistolary works were in existence.
including Letters to Babet(exact date of publication undetermined) and Prison ofLove
(Cdrcel de Amor), by Diego de San Pedro published in 1485. The precise specifications
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of the epistolary novel were not settled then, but these early works might well qualify. In
them, the genre of letters transformed into stories was bom.
This phenomenon affected not only the social side of literature, but also the
structural side. Literature underwent many changes throughout the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, and a few distinct published forms included letters; “for example.
manuals offering model letters to a wide readership for use on a ‘variety of occasions,’
[and] popular entertainments in the form of fictional correspondence posing as foimd
letters—a genre that was a direct precursor of the novel”(Earle 65). During the
eighteenth century letter writing became an inexpensive and fairly efficient means of
correspondence with the help of such developments as a regular postal system. When
letter writing became easily accessible and affordable to the masses, the epistolary novel
began to form. When Samuel Richardson wrote Pamela in 1740, he opened the door to
the much larger canon of the genre of novels that is recognized as epistolary fiction
today.
Samuel Richardson was a trained printer, working for several publications, when
he was approached to write “a little volume of letters, in a common style, on such
subjects as might be of use to those country readers, who were unable to indite for
themselves”(Dobson 18). While he was creating this guide to letter writing, Richardson
conceived the idea for Pamela. His hopes for the novel were modest:
I thought the story, if written in an easy and natural manner, suitably to the
simplicity of it, might possibly introduce a new species of writing, that might
possibly turn young people into a course of reading different from the pomp and
parade of romance-writing, and dismissing the improbable and marvellous, with
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which novels generally abound, might tend to promote the cause of religion and
virtue.(Dobson 26)
At the simple request for an instructional guide to letter writing, the epistolary novel re¬
entered the literary scene in a new and highly creative form. The popularity of Pamela
was due largely to the fact that letters were still the main means of communication
between people separated from each other, and to read someone else’s letter, even though
that person were fictional, was highly intriguing to Richardson’s audience. Readers felt
as though they were personally involved in the plot because the story seemed entirely
realistic. The situation and characters were common enough, and the letters could have
been found in the mailbox of the reader’s next-door-neighbor.
Following Richardson’s novel, many already popular novelists began turning their
efforts to the epistolary form. Many of these works are still recognized and studied
today, not as the origins of the epistolary novel, but as standards of the form. One critic
describes the popularity of the epistolary novel as “the belle of the ball, her dance card
signed by the literary titans of the age: Richardson in England, Goethe in Geimany,
Rousseau, Diderot and Laclos in France”(Favret 22). The form’s success and regard
were not limited to popular audiences but extended to elite authorial circles as well.
With the end of the eighteenth century, however, the epistolary form gave way to other
rising literary types.
With the invention of the telegraph and the telephone, letters began to wane as the
primary form of long distance communication, and with this technological advancement
fell the number of epistolary works. The epistolary form was memorable enough,
however, and has not been put to rest for good. Debbie McVitty explains that, “Although
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the fashion for epistolary novels died out at the end of the eighteenth century, modem
novelists have picked up on the possibilities that epistolary fiction holds”(McVitty 3).
These possibilities are the direct results of the flexibility that comes with the epistolary
form. Newer examples of epistolary fiction often employ instant messaging conversation
and series of emails that replace the traditional letter with the conveniences of modem
technology.
In recent times letters are no longer simply a tool for bilateral correspondence, but
have become a means to communicate to wider audiences. Through letters one may
compose political commentary, philosophy, advice; relay news and events; and with the
creation of the epistolary novel letters can also narrate the plot of a story. In the past
novels doubled as sources of entertainment and of information and were often read aloud
to multiple recipients. During the eighteenth century, women were supposed to be seen
not heard, and the cormption of their thoughts was equivalent to the corruption of their
chastity. It would not have been appropriate for a woman to voice her opinion in public
or even in a semi-private conversation. However, the epistolary novel created an open
fomm where a woman’s thoughts could be revealed to anyone who read them; her private
information would be available to the general public. This idea, though scandalous for
the time could be used for the destruction of harmful stereotypes and for the advancement
of women’s stations in a dominantly male world. Epistolary fiction, in a sense, gave a
voice to the voiceless (McVitty 2). This commentarial functionality combined with the
timeless appeal to readers of the personal quality of letters has helped to create a genre
which has been employed in any era, despite its relative fall from popularity at the end ot
eighteenth century.
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Although they may have different goals, the epistolary novels written in the last
century are no less effective than their predecessors. During World War Two
communication through letters became increasingly favored, but even this method was
not without its flaws. In times of war, the great adversary of the letter is censorship, and
though censorship is employed even in Pamela, it played a much greater role in the
wartime epistles. The idea of combining a created form of censorship with the created
letters led to the development of many new epistolary novels. The added difficulty of
avoiding censorship was a challenge that many authors decided to have their character's
face.
The epistolary novel found its chance for a return to the literary shelves, and it
now regularly appears in one form or another in book clubs, best seller lists, and
classrooms. Throughout the birth and evolution of the epistolary novel over the course of
the last four hundred years, many changes were made in its form and content, but the core
idea of epistolary fiction has remained constant. A few particular questions then arise:
what is considered specific to the epistolary form, what prompts an author to choose this
form, and what makes the epistolary form timeless? The answers to these questions lie in
an exploration of the physical details of the epistolary form as well as the form’s effects
on the experience of the reader. The epistolary form of the novel is different from the
usual narrative novel because of its physical structure, but the form also relies on this
difference for its strength. The next section of this chapter is a study of the physical form
of epistolary fiction and the different techniques authors employ using letters to narrate a
story.
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CHAPTER I
Section 2: AN OVERVIEW OF THE EPISTOLARY FORM
A letter always seemed to me like immortality because it is the mind alone without
corporealfriend. Emily Dickinson
When an idea is good, it is remembered, but when an idea is great, it is re-used
time and time again and steadily keeps pace with the changing world around it. The
epistolary form is such an idea, and when one type of it becomes old fashioned, it reemerges in a renovated version that replaces the old but does not take away from the
form’s original strength and appeal. The malleability and flexibility of epistolary fiction
have allowed for the epistolary novel to evolve and progress. The epistolary form
consists of a collection of letters, that when ordered correctly, narrates the plot of a story.
but that is only the simplest definition of epistolary fiction.
The Encyclopedia ofthe Novel defines the epistolary novel, or letter novel, as a
novel “narrated wholly or in large part through letters written by the characters ... The
straightforward definition of the epistolary novel belies the fact that it is sometimes
difficult to decide whether a particular work belongs to the form”(384). This textbook
definition of the epistolary novel is direct and concise, but it does not answer the
question,“What is so appealing about the epistolary novel?”
In general anything written through letters, postcards or telegrams is classified as
epistolary, but these are often included in works that also contain journal or diary entries,
newspaper clippings and other documents. Thus, the form is not wholly limited to letters.
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but without the presence of letters the work cannot be classified as epistolary. Like actual
letters the newspaper clippings and extra forms of writing are specifically added to
further relate some amount of information to the other party. They also exist to give the
reader additional information that was referred to between the parties, but not directly
explained to the reader. The author uses various combinations of these fictional letters
and media to make an epistolary novel. The different ways that authors choose to deploy
these media expand the epistolary form from the words of the letter writers to the world
in which they write. These additional media act as accent pieces, unnecessary to the form
but when added efficiently strengthe the narrative as a whole. It is important that these
other media do not overshadow the letters themselves. The process of adding other forms
of media to epistolary fiction hinges on the fact that a series of letters is being composed
by at least one character.
Experts agree that there is one element of the epistolary novel that makes it
innately unique, and that is the emphasis that the epistolary novel places on the exchange
of letters. The fact that these letters are both sent and received sets the epistolary novel
apart from other collections of published letters. Critic Anne Bower explains how one
letter writer captures this element:
Independent scholar Susan Koppelman, a prolific letter writer, emphasizes certain
qualities she finds in letter exchanges: writing them she has a strong feel for her
audience; receiving them she enjoys “the special feeling of being addressed”
whether directly or as a second,“eavesdropping” reader.(Bower 4)
A great deal of personal attachment to the characters in epistolary fiction is attributed to
the physical familiarity of sending and receiving a letter. It works to the author’s
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advantage that the reader-character association results out of the sheer familiarity of the
letter. “The symbolic rectangle of the letter heightens awareness of self and text in
responsive process’*(Bower 4). The reader draws on his or her personal understanding of
sending and receiving letters to form an association with the characters and their letters in
the work. How the author chooses to employ this association results in the various
purposes and kinds of epistolary novels.
Since an epistolary novel can be shaped in many different ways, it may be
uniquely tailored exactly to accomplish the writer's goal. Some may be purely for
entertainment or for humor, but the epistolary novel is also used to make strong social
and political statements through literary situations that parallel reality. Without straying
from the heart of the epistolary form, the combinations are seemingly endless. Epistolary
fiction may be as lighthearted as a correspondence between two clever cousins living in a
silly village as in Mark Dunn’s Ella Minnow Pea. The form can also be utilized to
express the grief and anguish of a friendship divided by World War Two as in Kathrine
Kressmann Taylor’s Address Unknown. Two very different goals are accomplished
through the same general format.
The basic format of an epistolary novel is a series of individual letters, which
composes a greater narrative that acts as a whole story. Bernard Duyfhuizen breaks the
epistolary novel into a double narrative,“A narrative of the events and a narrative of the
letters that precipitate or report the events produced within a textual society created for
the reader by the private correspondence of its members”(Duyfhuizen 1985). This is
important to note because each letter acts independently as a source of expression or
information, but with epistolary fiction the letters obtain full value when read together as
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a whole naiTative. The characters within epistolary fiction are limited to the events which
are discussed within the content narrative of the letters or additional media. They may
comment on what has been written about in previous letters or they may introduce new
material by recounting it in an entry of their own, but without the direct descriptions and
narrative commentary of a central narrator, the reader must take on the persona of the
correspondents. However, since multiple branches of communication may be active in an
epistolary novel, there are opportunities in the story for character self-analysis as well as
the character’s analysis of events and other characters.
A correspondence between two people will only be as strong as the candor of the
weaker of the two parties. The level of trust between the two writers, whether genuine or
false, may or may not be revealed to the reader. For example the correspondence
between Mina Marker her friend Lucy Westenra in Bram Stoker’s Draciila is intense and
heartfelt because the letters hold so much emotion for the friends:
Lucy dear, do you know why I tell you all this? It is not only because it is all
sweet to me, but because you have been, and are, very dear to me. It was my
privilege to be your friend and guide when you came from the schoolroom to
prepare for the world of life ...Your ever-loving Mina Marker.(Stoker 108-9)
This letter is full of emotion and trust and is easily believable to the reader; however this
is not always the case. The correspondence between a few of the minor characters in Ella
Minnow Pea are written out of spite or defensiveness and do not have the strength of an
ongoing correspondence because the tmst has not been established through constant
interaction:
Insane woman name Ella:
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Retreat is what we want. Go away. Leave we alone.
Anonymess(Dunn 158)
The letters are drastically different because they have different purposes and places
within the stories, but both show the importance that trust plays in the novels. The
reader, like Mina and Ella, upon encountering the letters must constantly decide who to
tmst and what to believe. Both the fictional reader and the actual reader are forced to
make a decision to discount the letters completely or to accept the letters at face value.
However, the introduction of a third or fourth party, who is involved with one of the
original coiTesponding characters, can offer direction and cleirity to the reader. This
additional party serves as an outlet for the characters and provides them an opportunity to
express themselves in a new surrounding. The third party may also serve as an
intermediary between the original characters and offer a more balanced insight into
events related in the correspondence. Even though the novel is composed of letters, it
does not lack character interaction. The third party may come in the form of another
character, or of a diary entry, or of a letter written but never sent. For example, the log of
the Demeter in Dracula:
4 August.

Still fog, which the sunrise cannot pierce, I know there is sunrise

because I am a sailor, why else I know not. I dared not go below, I dared not leave
the helm, so here all night I stayed, and in the dimness of the night I saw it. Him!
God,forgive me, but the mate was right to jump overboard ... But I shall baffle
this fiend or monster, for I shall tie my hands to the wheel when my strength
begins to fail, and along with them I shall tie that which He, It, dare not touch ... If
He can look me in the face again, I may not have time to act...(Stoker 87)
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This third party informs the readers of Count Dracula’s whereabouts before the actual
characters have been informed, revealing important information otherwise not readily
available to the letter writers.
The limitations of the epistolary novel do not lie in its structural form, but rather
in the author’s creativity. As long as authors are willing to take the existing guidelines of
the epistolary novel and bend them a little further, the form will continue to grow and
improve in creativity. The epistolary novel can range from the most basic to the most
extreme, and may branch into many different sub-genres of the novel such as mystery or
romance.
Letters stimulate the reader into an imaginative activity. Rather than hearing
about events from a narrator, the readers actually witness the progression of events from
the same position as a character. When the form is at its best, by reading the actual letters
written by the characters, the reader becomes silently involved in the story. The resulting
effect is a deep understanding and emotional involvement on the part of the reader. As
previously discussed, the elevated level of involvement causes the reader to feel
personally connected with the characters as they get inside the characters’ minds, playing
the roles of both sender and receiver. For example the end of Kathrine Kressmann
Taylor's Address Unknown is highly charged with emotion as a life and death struggle
demands the destruction of a friendship, “Is it you who does this? It cannot be you. I have
loved you like a brother, my old Maxel. My God, have you no mercy? I beg you. Max no
more, no more! Stop while I can be saved. From a heart filled with old affection I ask it’’
(Kressmann Taylor 17). This quotation illustrates how easily a reader can be emotionally
pulled into the story through the direct words of a letter.
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In a letter one may recount an event in summarized highlights, but one may also
recreate a situation complete with dialogue and direct personal commentary. The
exchange of letters and the absence of a central narrator necessitate multiple points of
view. From personal experience, the longer and more detailed the letter, the more likely it
is that readers will forget that what they are reading is a letter and not a scene being
recounted in a regular novel.
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CHAPTER II
POSSIBILITIES OF THE EPISTOLARY FORM
In a man’s letters you know. Madam, his soul lies naked, his letters are only the mirror of
his breast, whatever passes within him is shown undisguised in its natural process.
Nothing is inverted, nothing distorted, you see systems in their elements, you discover
actions in their motives. -Samuel Johnson
Critic Alan D, McKillop comments on the possibilities of the epistolary form.
“The writing of letters is only the beginning; they are copied, sent, received, shown
about, discussed, answered, even perhaps hidden, intercepted, stolen, altered or forged’
(139). This statement reveals the greatest strength of epistolary novels: they are
unpredictable and endlessly open to creativity; the letter is the form, but the journey of
the letter takes the form into a higher level of originality and literary prominence.
Form rather than content makes the epistolary novel distinct from other novels.
and the main difference is the absence of a central narrator and the absence of direct
interaction between characters. Although portions of each letter may be written in both
present and future tenses, the main actions are usually recounted in past tense. The
characters, through their letters, narrate the events and even recreate dialogues, but there
IS no external

narrator to describe, withhold, and pass Judgment on the actions of the

characters. This absence is responsible for the strongest advantages as well as the most
serious disadvantages of the genre. Without page by page descriptions, the author has an
extraordinary freedom to let events happen without having to physically describe them as
they happen, but rather to allow the events to be told and retold by the characters
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themselves. Each scene is separated from the previous scene and from the scene to
follow. Without having to directly weave together the events of the story, each letter
conveys enough information so that the events do not have to be described in detailed
continuity. The reader only witnesses a very small portion of the events of the story; the
rest of it exists in the world of the characters which exist in the author’s brain. Like a
play with a great deal of action occurring offstage or in the past, the epistolary novel
depends on the characters to give readers enough additional information to understand the
present events in the letters. This is not the case in every epistolary novel, however.
Pamela and many scenes in Dracula are described in such thorough detail that it is easy
for the reader to forget that he or she is reading a letter and not a novel. Creative license,
when combined with the literary nature of letters gives the epistolary form great
flexibility.
Each author has different justifications and incentives for choosing to write in the
epistolary form,just as each reader and critic has different qualities that they like and
dislike about the epistolary form. One reviewer cites these as the clear benefits of the
epistolary novel: “The advantages of the novel in letter form are that it presents an
intimate view of the character’s thoughts and feelings without interference from the
author and that it conveys the shape of events to come with dramatic immediacy
{Encyclopedia of Literature 385). Modem epistolary writers have also found the form
fitting for stories of fictional biographies and lighter fictional tales especially in popular
juvenile literature such as the Dear America series. The epistolary form, especially when
combined with journaling is well-suited for adapting historical realities into versions that
are appropriate for young readers. Rather than writing a biography that covers the entire
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span of a person’s life, epistolary histories offer a cross-section of a time. Letters can
then be written at a young reading level from a childhood perspective about events that
were occurring for the character at a specific time.
In order to best craft the letter being written, an author must consider the role of
the person writing the letter as well as the situation of the recipient at the time of delivery.
Authors of epistolary novels have to be capable of composing a plot line, as in any novel,
and also a convincingly realistic letter. The author must create the characters and then
create a style of writing appropriate to each character. Creating these faux personas is
one of the most difficult tasks of the epistolary novelist and therefore often heavily
criticized if done poorly. However, the opportunity for the author to write not about, but
rather through his or her characters is also one of the most appealing aspects of the
epistolary genre.
The creative flexibility that comes with the epistolary form offers numerous
possibilities for authors. Mark Dunn’s Ella Minnow Pea clearly illustrates the form s
flexibility. In the first few pages of the novel, Dunn informs his readers of the literary
flexibility he intends to use in his work by defining a couple of words that set the premise
of his story. He combines the epistolary novel with the idea of pangrams and lipograms.
In doing this he introduces the readers to the story and also to the challenge he has
created for himself. He defines the words epistolary, lipogram, and pangram:
epistolary (i pis'tl er e), adj. i. of or associated with letters or letter writing. 2. of,
pertaining to, or consisting of letters: an epistolary novel.
lip'O’gram (lip a gram), n. a written work composed of words selected so as to
avoid the use of one or more letters of the alphabet.
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pan'gram (pan' grem-gram), n. a phrase, sentence or verse composed of all the
letters of the alphabet: A quirky novel with pages ofzany,jumble lexicon.
In defining these words Dunn implies the limits that will define his novel’s form: one
written in the epistolary form, without the use of selected letters of the alphabet, with a
goal of creating a sentence using all of the letters of the alphabet with as few repeated
letters as possible. The plot of Dunn’s novel turns on the situation of letters randomly
being removed from use. Ella Minnow Pea is written in the form of letters from one
concerned citizen to another. In this novel, epistles are a superior choice for the
characters than other narrative forms because the written language offers them time to
carefully monitor what they communicate rather than risking jail and persecution by
accidentally saying a forbidden letter. Dunn expresses the desperation of the citizens in a
series of very realistic letters that literally adhere to the laws of Nollop.
The flexibility of writing in letter form also helps to the simplify plot lines. Bram
Stoker’s Dracula creates suspense because readers are reading the diary entries of the
individual characters, and not reading a slow narration. The characters physically express
their fear through their writing, which the reader observes first hand. The letters reveal
the innermost thoughts of the characters without depending upon or affecting the
interactions of the characters. Dracula is not only a story told through a series of
correspondences, but Stoker also weaves the diary entries and letters into the plot line of
the story. The stories of Jonathan and Mina simultaneously exist and go forward while
the characters are away from each other. The multiple plot lines continue through two
journals and occasionally overlap when the characters appear in each others’ entries. For
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example, the journal Jonathan kept while in Transylvania appears at various times in
Mina’s letters and journals:
I took the book from under his pillow, and wrapped it up in white paper, and tied
it with a little bit of pale blue ribbon which was round my neck, and sealed it over
the knot with sealing wax, and for my seal I used my wedding ring ...(108)
If it should be, and he came to London, with its teeming millions ... There may be
a solemn duty, and if it come we must not shrink from it. I shall be prepared. I
shall get my typewriter this very hour and begin transcribing. Then we shall be
ready for other eyes if required ....(179)
Stoker relies heavily on the actual letters and journals to play a significant role in the
progression of the story.
In the best epistolary fictions, the letters the reader is reading become not only the
means of telling the stories but part of the stories themselves. In the fictional town of
Nollop in Ella Minnow Pea language becomes so depleted of letters that people
communicate almost completely through written messages in order to keep from
accidentally speaking words that use the forbidden letters. The town council is
eventually so obsessed with enforcing the laws that make some letters illegal that they
begin to censor the mail. No one knows if the letter he or she is writing will fall into the
hands of an untrustworthy person. This uncertainty leads people to learn codes and to
limit what they put in writing.
In Dracula, once Jonathan realizes that he cannot trust the Count, he knows that
he can use what he puts down in his journal and in his letters to the outside world both for
and against himself. When the Count forces Jonathan to write letters home and date them
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appropriately, marking when he should be leaving, Jonathan realizes the power that his
knowledge of shorthand holds:
I have written the letters. Mina's is in shorthand .... To her I have explained my
situation, but without the horrors which I may only surmise .... Should the letters
not carry, then the Count shall not yet know my secret or the extent of my
knowledge .... (Stoker 43)
The Count then dresses in Jonathan’s civilian clothes and is seen delivering the letters to
the post office on the dates coinciding with the dates on the letters in order to validate
Jonathan’s reality. However, the Count discovers the shorthand and calls it a “vile thing,
an outrage upon friendship and hospitality”(Stoker 43). Stoker also uses the journal
entries of both Lucy and Jonathan to advance the plot. Lucy’s memorandum provides
Van Helsing with a description of what happened to her when she was sleeping alone her
last few days. Again, he uses Jonathan’s journal entries to help Mina and Van Helsing
uncover the mystery of the Count by linking Jonathan’s events in Transylvania to the
events surrounding the death of Lucy. All of these letters and other media help to
advance the plot, but their physical existence as an object to be viewed and transported
becomes invaluable to the story as well.
Another positive advantage of the epistolary form is that it easily accommodates
multiple points of view. The author may limit and control who is directly interacting
with the reader, a technique which creates an interesting system of scenarios. Readers are
accustomed to following a story from start to finish in chronological order, but through
the incoiporation of multiple points of view this does not always happen. An author may
order the letters in a way that adds a particular effect to the story, not necessarily in the
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chronological order of events. This freedom allows for overlap, which is particularly
powerful in Dracula. By limiting the form of narration to letters and journal entries.
authors rely on the opinions and narratives of the characters doing the writing to account
for the elements of the plot. While it can be argued that the lack of central narration
depletes the story of continuity, that method can achieve compensatory effects.
Researcher Debbie McVitty explains that “An omniscient narrator places him or herself
between the reader and characters, drawing attention to the fictionality of the text
[however] when the text is in letter form, the character seems to speak directly to the
reader, giving the illusion of authenticity”(McVitty 2).
The control over who is writing the letters and journal entries is one of the biggest
tools the author can use to add depth and tone to the story. One of the best mood setters
in Dracula is that readers are never given any details from Count Dracula’s direct point
of view. After his first encounter with the three ghostly women in the castle, Jonathan
passes out: “The horror overcame me, and I sank down unconscious”(Stoker 40). The
third chapter ends with this statement and leaves the reader in anticipation of what has
become of Jonathan Marker. The fourth chapter begins, “I awoke in my own bed. If it be
that I had not dreamt, the Count must have carried me here. I tried to satisfy myself on
the subject, but could not arrive at any unquestionable result”(Stoker 41). The situation
occurring at the end of the third chapter is frightening enough for both Jonathan and the
reader, but Jonathan’s inability to recall how he arrived in his room adds to the mystery
surrounding the castle and the Count himself. In Dracula Stoker uses at least twelve
different narrative devices, including letters, memoranda, telegrams and notes, but not a
single one is from the Count’s perspective; readers are thus deprived of one important
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item that would pull the story into focus (a list of these narrative devices is in Appendix
A). The only artifact written by the count is transcribed in Jonathan’s journal:
My friend.—Welcome to the Carpathians. I am anxiously expecting you.
Sleep well to-night. At three tomorrow the diligence will start for Bukovina; a
place on it is kept for you. At the Borgo Pass my carriage will await you and will
bring you to me. 1 tmst that your journey from London has been a happy one, and
that you will enjoy your stay in my beautiful land.
Your friend.
Dracula (Stoker 4)
The letter is simply informative when the reader first encounters it, but under closer
observation it is an eerie foreshadowing of things to come. The words “anxiously
expecting” take on a stronger meaning when viewed in the light of the rest of the book.
The lack of Dracula’s perspective aids in making Stoker’s work a classic thriller.
The power of multiple points of view is particularly effective when the letters and
journal entries being written are direct and to the point. Although many epistles,
specifically in Pamela and Dracula, report entire conversations and are very detailed,
they are all still concise versions of what is presumed to have actually occurred. This
reduction of dialogue matches the lack of central narration. Every letter has the same
basic puipose of conveying information about something that happened or is going
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happen to someone who needs to know about it. The letter can be a simple description or
a lengthy recap or a warning.
Together, a series of letters followed in order becomes a form of dialogue, a
lengthy conversation earned out over a period of time. A conversation in letter form can
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accomplish everything that a verbal conversation can accomplish, even if each letter is
written from only one point of view. Written conversation can ask questions, give ideas.
advice, and opinions, retell events, and even show emotions. The most powerful and
honest expressions of emotion are well conveyed in written form. The epistles in The
Letters ofa Portuguese Nun are as strong as a well-written love poem in expressing the
heartbreak Marianna is feeling, and the novel is considered the most beautiful work
created in Portugal during the seventeenth century (Prestage xxvii). The introduction to
the letters explains:
These five short Letters, written by Marianna to “expostulate” her desertion, form
one of the few documents of extreme human experience and reveal a passion
which in the course of two centuries has lost none of its heat- ■a passion so
intense that we feel we almost know her. If they have one characteristic more
than another it is that of genuineness; they are the simple outpourings of a love
that is supremely natural and entirely unashamed, and they reflect the stormy sea
of devotion and despair that ebbed and flowed in the bosom of the writer.
(Prestage xxvii-iii)
The emotions of Marianna are particularly poignant because they are the only point of
view given in the book; it is her story, unintemipted and unabridged. The single point of
view form used in both The Letters of a Portuguese Nun and The Screwtape Letters is
extremely effective in helping the reader to identify with the writer. Singular point of
view is important to the epistolary form because it offers both readers and writers a
source of constancy. When each letter is written from the same perspective, the reader
understands that the story will pick up where it left off in the previous letter. Authors
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choose which character to write the story through, and they may create a bias through this
character that sways the allegiance of the readers. Because readers only read one side of
the story they are forced to fill in the blanks of what happens with the other characters by
inteipreting the responses of the writing character. Sometimes the reader is directly
informed of what the secondary character has written:
Pray do not fill your letters with rubbish about this European War...I told you not
to not to fill your letters with rubbish about the war, I meant, of course, that I did
not want to have your infantile rhapsodies about the death of men and the
destruction of cities.(Lewis 72,82)
At other times the readers are given only the response of the primary character, without a
direct recap of what the secondary character has said. In The Letters ofa Portuguese
Niuu the readers are told through Marianna’s letters to her lover that he has never written
her back, and her letters are responses to his silence rather than to his words.
What will become of me and what would you have me do? How far I am now
from all that I had looked forward to! I hoped that you would write me from every
place you passed through, and that your letters would be very long ones, that you
would feed my love with the hope of seeing you again .... (Alcoforado 20)
C.S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters concerns a young devil, who is being advised
by his knowledgeable uncle. In this case, the success of the novel depends on the lack of
dialogue between the two. In the series of thirty-one letters that makes up the novel,
Screwtape’s nephew Wormwood does not write a single one, but is rather the recipient ot
his uncle’s advice. In this book Lewis is attempting to warn readers of daily temptations
and devilish distractions that would divert them from the path of righteousness. A writer
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as experienced as Lewis could easily have written an instructional book about keeping
faith in a world where sin and temptations constantly face Christians, thanks to the
dwellers of hell, but according to Lewis the epistolary form was more effective because
of its reader to character association. This association had an effect even on Lewis, as
one critic recounts: “Lewis found The Screwtape Letters unpleasant to write. He felt that
placing himself in the mind of a demon had been dangerous for his own character’
(Religion & Ethics 13).
As previously mentioned, the reader’s experience of Dracula is enhanced, though
not without some confusion, because Count Dracula’s point of view is never given.
Similarly, readers are never given Wormwood’s point of view; the letters are all from the
point of view of Screwtape. Although the absent communication of Wormwood leaves
the readers curious about his side of the story, Lewis’s intentional omission of it gives the
story its powerful effect. The absence of Wormwood’s voice not only provides an outlet
and contrast for Screwtape’s authority and intimidation; it also sets the reader into the
mindset of Screwtape. The letters are addressed to Wormwood, but they are about “the
patient,’’ whom Lewis intends to be any example of the Christian stmggling against
temptation. Very little information is given about the character Wormwood, and thus the
letters could be directed to anyone,just as “the patient’’ could be anyone. Each letter and
action directed by Screwtape back to Wormwood is therefore personalized and the
message of the communication is uniquely idealized. This presents Lewis with a very
powerful method of warning his readers about the ease of temptation, when the readers
have in a sense become a part of the story, in the form of Screwtape. The instructional
book takes on a level of familiarity that allows Lewis to personally relate to each reader.
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The letter may limit the selection of narrative processes, but it does provide a challenge to
work past that limitation and tap into the epistolary form’s other possibilities.
Lewis also justifies his use of the epistolary form because with it he could add
humor to the otherwise completely distressing work. Lewis openly admitted that he did
not enjoy writing The Screwtape Letters because it was spiritually draining for a writer
accustomed to writing about the glories of salvation. Lewis explains,“I never wrote with
less enjoyment. The strain produced a spiritual cramp. The world in which I had to
project myself while I spoke through Screwtape was all dust, grit, thirst, and itch. Every
trace of beauty, freshness, and geniality had to be excluded”(Miller 1). The prose of this
work is strong because it is one man writing to his nephew, and without excessive
dialogue and character interactions readers are truly brought into the mind of a creature
that is morally depleted. Screwtape conveys his advice to Wormwood directly,just as if
he were advising the reader. The advice does not need to be given in little interrupted
sections between other plot sequences and unnecessary dialogue. Lewis decided that the
best way to warn his readers of the hindrances to their faith in a world tainted by sin is
through straight prose, strong and to the point, letter by letter from the mind of the
enemy.
Another advantage of the epistolary form is that it gives the author the
opportunity to set the pace of his or her novel through the dates of the letters and journal
entries. Because it takes time for one letter to be mailed, received, and responded to, an
author may skip over irrelevant days and events. Each letter or journal entry can be
limited to summarizing only the events related to the plot since the last letter. The
epistolary novel Address Unknown by Katherine Kressmann Taylor is a short work
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consisting of twenty one letters between two men prior to World War Two. It spans the
time from November 12, 1932, through March 3, 1934, and averages about one letter
every three weeks. Because much was happening to the men dining that time, it would
have been unrealistic for them to exchange correspondence daily. With one man living in
California and the other man living in Germany, the pace set by the postal system sets the
pace of the novel. Events occur between the letters, and the waiting period between them
adds to the suspense and intrigue of what the letters relate. For example, in the course of
just two letters, the situation in Germany for the German character, Martin, becomes so
unsafe that he responds to the Jewish character. Max, who is distressed about the
whereabouts of his Jewish sister, with a plea to end all communication. When Martin
eventually informs Max of his sister’s death, he is practically emotionless, “I grieve with
you, but as you see, I was helpless to aid her. I must now demand you do not write
again”(Taylor Dec. 8). This letter leaves the reader in shock, because by contrast, the
letters written only months earlier were full of details about family and well wishes and
minute details about tapestries. This man’s best friend has Just lost his sister, but he calls
her a fool for coming to Germany. The lengthy letters from the beginning of the
correspondence eventually shrink down to single sentences written in a pseudo-code
form. The epistolary form presents a unique opportimity for unity of time; the time that
the reader spends reading the letters matches the time spent by the characters reading the
letters. The reader keeps pace with the character as the pages turn faster and faster and
the letters begin to shrink. This helps the reader get into the mind of the characters
because the time spent reading the letters matches the urgency of the situations
suiTounding both the senders and receivers of the letters.
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The real-time effect was an afterthought or addition to Taylor’s reasons for
choosing the epistolary form. In the forward of Address Unknown, Taylor describes the
inspiration for her work: an article her husband read and brought home for her to see.
She was already contemplating a work that dealt with the American public’s lack of
awareness suiTounding the events taking place in Nazi Germany, but when she read this
article, she elected to write in the epistolary form rather than continue as she had been
working on the novel:
In 1938, the isolationist movement in America was strong; the politicians said that
affairs in Europe were none of our business and that Germany was fine. Even
Charles Lindbergh came back from Germany saying how wonderful the people
were. But some students who had returned from studying in Germany told the
truth about the Nazi atrocities. When their fraternity brothers thought it would be
funny to send them letters making fun of Hitler, they wrote back and said, “Stop
it. We’re in danger. These people don’t fool around. You could murder one of
those Nazis by writing letters to him.”(Taylor iii)
The article inspired Taylor to analyze the power of the literary structure in the effect of a
story upon a reader, and in selecting letters to tell her story, she demonstrated that a letter
could be used as a weapon. The written and spoken word have always held the power to
be used both for and against the welfare of another, but here is an incident in which the
written word literally brought death,just as powerfully as any gunshot or knife wound.
The image of the returned letter on the last page of the novel stands as a literal death
notice (Appendix B). Her work, a strange mix of fiction and reality, has been acclaimed
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as the perfect recipe of literary success, having both the creativity of fiction and the
veracity of a letter in the mailbox (Gilbert 2).
For an author to forsake the normal style of narration and rely solely on epistles to
control the opinions and inteipretations of the reader is brave but well reasoned.
Convenience and accessibility aside, reality provides the necessary material for this
understanding. A person often chooses to write through letters or journal entries to
convey his or her most important, most creative, and most personal thoughts and ideas.
Whether these feelings are written down for a personal record or as a means of
communication, when pen meets paper they leave the brain and move from idealism to
realism. What a person may not be able to hear or say in a realistic setting he or she may
be able to compose and experience in a written letter. Verbal articulation requires a
person to think quickly, but by putting thoughts into written words he or she is provided
with time to express a thought contemplatively before sending it out of his or her mind.
The epistolary novel capitalizes on this principle using both the personal aspect of the
written word as well as the measured quality derived from the care taken to write the
letter. This strength of epistolary fiction is hard to deny because it has been employed
since the beginning of the form and is still being used by modern epistolary novelists
today.
In today's usage, the word “intimacy” frequently conjures up images of romance
and is often associated with words like desire, sensuality and passion. However, the
word’s regular meanings all pertain to some level of familiarity and communication.
That communication is at the heart of the letter is indisputable; and since, communication
is at the heart of intimacy, the two blend brilliantly. As previously established, the

30

written word is a powerful instalment and is often employed to communicate deep
intimacy. There are many different reasons for using a letter to communicate intimately
in real life which cany over into epistolary fiction. The first and most obvious reason
perhaps is lack of geographic proximity or other means of communication. Additionally,
the letter has a convincingly persuasive resume of benefits, as a result of which it appears
in non-epistolary novels at points of utmost seriousness and emotional tension. When a
character wants to convey his or her most important thoughts in an uninterrupted, clear,
complete and fully expressive manner, as opposed to a highly emotional and often
broken-up and inconsistent manner, a letter is a likely choice.
The works of Jane Austen are filled with letters, written for a variety reasons:
because the heroine’s love interest has missed an opportunity for requiting or begetting
love, because someone needs to send information or misinformation, or because someone
wants to make an inquiry from one party to the other. By the time that Jane Austen was
composing her major works, she was already familiar with the functionality of the
epistle’s place in fiction. One of her very first experiments with novel writing was an
epistolary novel. Lady Susan, written between 1793 and 1795. Jane Austen biographer
Claire Tomalin describes Lady Susan as Austen’s most ambitious and sophisticated early
work:
Told in letters, it is as neatly plotted as a play, and as cynical in tone as any of the
most outrageous of the Restoration dramatists who may have provided some of
her inspiration .... It stands alone in Austen's work as a study of an adult woman
whose intelligence and force of character are greater than those of anyone she
encounters.(Tomalin 83-84)
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Although Austen did not return to the epistolary form for her later novels, she did tuck
the occasional letter into her masterpieces. A letter tells Anne Elliot of Captain
Wentworth's undying affection and proposal in Persuasion. In Pride and Prejudice, after
Elizabeth rejects Mr. Darcy's proposal of marriage, he writes to her to explain his
behavior. Letters are a source of open communication to deaf ears and hardened hearts.
One of the strongest powers of a letter is that it gives a voice to those individuals
who were previously dispossessed. Debbie McVitty explains, “Authors exploit the
epistolary form to lay bare the secret thoughts and tribulations of women who would
otherwise not be provided with a forum in which to voice their problems and tell their
stories"(3). Communicating thoughts and emotions in the written form is powerful and
enabling tool. When an author gives his or her characters this tool, another dimension is
added to the work as a whole. It is not narration or dialogue, but rather authenticity.
Also because each letter is separate from the previous one, letters insert natural pauses
into the flow of the story that would parallel the actual pauses between the
communications of the characters.
Epistolary fiction uses all of the innate qualities of letters in conjunction with the
flexibility of the novel to create fiction that centers on the words of the characters rather
than the actions. Letters are words in written form, something permanent and solid,
something that can be collected and studied, dissected and treasured. Letters have a
quality that makes them seemingly permanent; they were written in the past, read in the
present, and may be read in the future. When these aspects combine effectively, the
result is a mixture of reality and creativity; the letters become part of the reader’s world,
and the reader becomes part of the world of the letters. The physical conversations in the
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letters take on any number of types: intimate conversations between friends and lovers,
secret communications, instmctional advice. The real possibilities of the epistolary form
come from the form itself; letters can be used for wide variety of purposes and from these
purposes the possibilities of epistolary fiction derive.
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CHAPTER III
LIMITATIONS OF THE EPISTOLARY FORM
The post office has a great charm at one point ofour lives. When you have lived to my
age. you will begin to think letters are never worth going through the rainfor.
~ Jane Austen
One of the first lessons that a good student understands is that there are two sides
to every argument. The strengths of the epistolary novel have their matching
weaknesses. The letter has a dark side, and the epistolary form of the novel has its own
set of limitations and challenges. Although the epistolary form seems simple, it can be
difficult to create a realistic enough plot line solely through the exchange of letters. The
epistolary form does not work in all situations and has most commonly been used when
the novel’s themes are love, scandal, and oppression. The form’s drawbacks and the
obstacles to its success are evident among the earlier examples of the form as well as the
newer epistolary novels.
The popularity of the epistolary novel during the eighteenth century was due in
large part to the commonality of letter writing. “Between 1700 and 1800, more than
twenty-one thousand items were published that used the word ‘Letter’ or ‘Letters’ in their
title. Add to these figures the hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of letters that existed
in manuscript”(Brant 1). Writing a novel through a series of letters does not appear
especially challenging, and the earliest versions of the epistolary novel were not difficult
to produce. Samuel Richardson simply adapted his letter writing manual into an
extended plot by giving the false personas of the letters actual interactions (Earle 119).
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One of the greatest challenges of the early literary world lay in the struggle to keep up
with what was in style. Society is quick to refashion the trends of the literary world, and
once the letter-writing manual lost its luster, the epistolary novel was formed out of its
remnants. However, these early works merit little praise for their literary creativity.
The earliest examples of fictional epistles were most likely all recreations of
actual correspondences. The Letters ofA Portuguese Nun was written from a woman’s
point of view, but it was first attributed to a man. However, many critics believe that it is
too well written to have been fictionally created by a writer of the opposite gender. It
would have been very difficult for a work written by a woman to achieve such a high
level of popularity, but as one critic explains, “this attribution to a minor man of letters [is
ironic because] ... it was [a woman’s] voice that was wanted, heard and consumed”
(Earle 120). The style of epistolary fiction followed the trends of reader’s tastes; when
actual letters were wanted “actual” letters were written, and when fictional letters were
wanted “fictional” letters were written. Many of the early epistolary novels were not
even re-creations, but rather actual letters collected in chronological order, copied, and
bound for the enjoyment of the public eye: “Collections of letters (fictional, real,
fictional-presented-as-real) were bestsellers of this period: traveler’s tales, letters of
intrigue, love letters, letters of the famous, piled up in the booksellers”(Eaiie 119).
However, as time progressed the idea of fictional literature diminished in status;
romanticism was surpassed by realism and the demand for epistolary fiction shifted back
over to non-fiction. The real credit should be given to the epistolary writers who were
clever enough to pass off reality for fiction or fiction that claimed reality in order to keep
up with the changing preferences of the literate class. One challenge to epistolary fiction
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is that although its form has remained steady through time, its popularity tends to wax
and wane with changing literary tastes.
One of the earliest known epistolary novels. The Letters ofa Portuguese Nun by
Marianna Alcoforado, is an actual example of real letters posing as fictional. The work
was published in France in 1669 by a man named Claude Barbin, who added an avis au
lecteur or letter to the reader in the beginning of the novel, in which he claimed that the
letters were authentic and he described his difficult task in translating and organizing
them. Modem researchers, however, have come to believe that Barbin was insincere in
his claims of authenticity. One critic, Linda S. Kauffman, elaborates:
He may have perpetrated one of the greatest literary hoaxes of all time, for many
now believe that Barbin’s friend Gabrielle-Joseph de Lavergne de Guilleragues
authored the letters. Both editor and author, well aware of the public’s distaste for
fiction, accurately predicted the scandalous appeal the “history” of the nun s
passion would have for the public.(226)
The controversy here lies in the dilemma of voice. Although no original letters of a
Portuguese nun have been found, many researchers completely dismiss the proposition
that Barbin and de Lavergne forged the letters because they believe that the letters most
certainly were composed by a woman. Linda Kauffman further explains that critics are
convinced that if the Barbin work was not authentic, it was undoubtedly inspired by an
authentic set of female-voiced letters (226).
The subject of voice is one of the greatest challenges associated with the writing
of a believable epistolary novel. Writing a letter in one’s own voice and persona is not
difficult, but the task of creating a fictional character and then composing a collection of
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letters in that character’s voice is much more complex. Creating faux personas is one of
the most difficult obstacles of the epistolary novelist, and as earlier noted, it can be the
most criticized part of the novel. When a novelist creates a character, he or she can
provide the reader with physical details of that character’s appearance, but the epistolary
novelist must accomplish this task solely through that character’s pen-voice and in the
occasional fragment of description from a supporting character’s pen-voice (McVitty 3).
The epistolary author must convince the audience that what they are reading is a
realistic version of what the supposed character would be writing, and this is not easily
done without direct commentary. Linda Kauffman explains that “among the many
dilemmas confronting the writer is how to transform raw material in all its multiplicity
into a novel that doesn’t lie with every word ... the [epistolary] novel is a work of literary
criticism as well as fiction”(163). This challenge presents the opportunity for the writer
both to succeed and to fail miserably. The possibility for success hinges on two

mam

objectives, the believability of the voice and the enjoyment of the reader. Success is
limited to the writer’s ability to create a character whose strongest quality and most
recognizable feature is his or her writing because this is the main manner in which the
reader becomes familiar with the characters.
As previously mentioned, earlier versions of the epistolary novel, although
original in idea, left much room for their followers to improve upon. They also left much
material for their critics to attack. One of the cleverest examples of criticism comes in
Henry Fielding’s satirical work. An Apologyfor the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews, which
is a hilarious parody of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela. Fielding’s farce, Shamela, as it
was known, was published in April of 1741, after Pamela was published in November of
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1740, and it was received with as much popularity and success as the book it mocked, if
not more(Bower 114).
Fielding found much to ridicule in Richardson’s book, but one of his easiest
targets was the pen-voice of Pamela Andrews. As previously mentioned, the epistolary
novel excels in its ability to give a voice to the previously “dispossessed,” but in
attempting to do so an author may overstep the character’s ability to compose a
sophisticated letter, and therefore sacrifice the credibility of the work. Fielding argued
that readers of Pamela become so distracted by the fact that a poor serving girl would
have such a formally educated style of writing that they were unable to enjoy the novel.
The challenge for the epistolary novelist is to tell the story fully and to keep the created
character consistent but not bland. To put it critically, “While there can be no doubt that
there is value in using the epistolary form to display private experience of oppression,
protest through epistolary fiction is always subjective, and ultimately, runs the risk of
sterility”(McVitty 4).
Among the other opportunities for potential failure and criticism are plot
consistency and the acts of transmission and delivery of the letters to their supposed
correspondents. In a study of the epistolary narrative, Bernard Duyfhuizen suggests that
“if a novel in letters is to exist, the act of transmission must include its inverse: the act of
retaining or collecting ... one part of the narrative of transmission is the story of
collection” (5). The problems with physically collecting the letters that make up the
novel may well create a challenge for the author to work out in the plot line. This creates
an opportunity for the author either to work the character’s conscious knowledge of the
letter exchanging process into the plot or to let the characters ignore the possibility of
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censorship and problems in the post and have all letters delivered without any mishaps.
In their letters the characters may comment on the future delivery, whether timely or late.
of the letter previously received. The characters may also ignore the carriage of the letters
completely. The characters in Ella Minnow Pea are eventually forced to find secret
messengers for their letters, but in The Screwtape Letters, Screwtape writes letter after
letter without commenting on the delivery of the previous letters and without dating the
letter he is writing. The decision to comment directly on the delivery system of the
letters is not necessary, but it must be consistent. This aspect of epistolary fiction is a
drawback because it does not allow for much middle ground; the physical delivery of
letters must be consistently realistic or consistently unmentioned.
For Samuel Richardson both possibilities are woven into the story of Pamela. It
is both the strengths and weaknesses of Pamela’s story that the tangible letters themselves
play a vital role. Pamela’s letters are intercepted by Mr. B, and she is forced to keep a
journal in the hopes that one day it will be in her parents’ possession, and they will know
the full story of what has happened to her. The censorship, interception and timing of
delivery of Pamela’s letters are essential to the plot line. Pamela takes necessary risks by
having other people deliver her letters to her parents so that Mr. B. will not discover
them. Upon learning that her letters are being read by Mr. B,Pamela learns to censor
what she writes; she manipulates the letters into a safe version for Mr. B’s powerful eyes
by telling lies about his advances and her intentions. This subterfuge creates a difficult
situation for the author. Because the letters are written to pass Mr. B.’s censorship,
Pamela’s real story is not being told to her parents. The limitation imposed on letters by
possible censorship creates the need for a secondary mode of expression for the
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characters which serves as communication to the audience. Richardson addressed this
situation by giving Pamela a journal in which to record her version of the story, not
tainted by censorship. However, Mr. B’s presence is felt even here because Pamela’s
journal falls into Mr. B’s grasp. Pamela writes in her journal:
“He went out, and presently returned with a letter for me, and another, inclosed
for himself. I shut the door; and (never, sure, was the like known!)found that to
me to contain as follows:
* I find it in vain, my Pamela, to struggle against my affection for you. After you
were gone, I ventured to look into your journal ... I read the unexpected
declaration of your generous concern for me ... your most agreeable confession,
that you could not hate me, and may be brought to love me.’”(285)
Richardson has the license to let Pamela’s journal entries and letters fall into whomever s
hands he pleases in order to make the story proceed as he wishes, but in some instances
his manipulation is a little too much for the reader to accept. Just when this young girl’s
life could not be any more poisoned by the presence of her superior male guardian, Mr.
B. ends up stumbling upon her journal or intercepts a letter home and then alters his
designs on her. Ultimately, Richardson brings his plot together, but only with multiple
deliveries and interceptions that require unbelievably coincidental timing.
Another limitation of the epistolary novel may lie in the creation of multiple
points of view. Since epistolary novels lack central narration, they are vulnerable to
being flooded with too many points of view, or they may direly need an absent
character’s response. Both of these possibilities present potential opportunities for the
epistolary novelist to fail because he or she cannot interrupt a scene to add commentary
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for clarification. Dracula and The Screwtope Letters are prime examples of this
weakness. Many of the telegrams and letters in Dracula have a note under the title that
reveals to the reader that the letter was never delivered. The letters contain information
that is necessary for the readers to know, but that same information must not be available
to the characters for the plot to function properly. Linda Kauffman explains, “Since the
epistolary genre often entails the invention of a confidant who is absent at the moment of
nan ating, it is an act of dissimilation as well as of confidence”(224). There is a fine
balance between the number of points of view that are necessary for understanding and
the number of points of view that are difficult to distinguish. There are some clarifying
sacrifices to be made for the sake of creativity, but if the author relies too heavily on
these extra-textual informative comments, readers begin relying on outside help, which
the characters would not have.
At times in both Pamela and Dracula, the multiple points of view become
distracting, especially when the additional characters’ points of view are given through
the primary characters. This in combination with the missing central narration presents
two direct challenges to both reader and author. First, the author must describe sequences
of events through the memory of a character rather than describing them directly to the
reader. When a character describes the actions of another character, it must be done in
past tense. This combination of past events mixed in with present descriptions may make
it difficult for readers to keep track of the order of events. This can create a confusing
web of characters and time lines explains critic Patricia Meyer Spacks:
When we read through a body of correspondence, as we see the writer’s tone and
material shift from one correspondent to another, see sometimes virtually
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different selves emerging in different epistolary relationships, we may feel
caught in a world of undependable narrators.(Earle 83)
The letter is written in the present, describing events in the past, to be read by a recipient
in the future. Second, the author must provide readers with a way to trace character
development without turning the other characters into pseudo-nan*ators. The author must
find a medium between telling the characters’ stories and helping them find a voice
without risking ruining the validity of the character’s cause in writing the letter. Critic
Debbie McVitty explains,“The reader has to take the character at face value, and there is
little room in this kind of text for the idea that the characters may be giving a false
impression of themselves [and others] in their letters”(3). The reader is never given the
whole story and is left to rely completely upon the details that the characters are willing
to share with each other. In one way, this reliance adds to the novel’s realism, but in
other ways it can be frustrating for the reader, who in a sense has become a part of the
novel by reading the letters from a character’s point of view. Without separate chapters
that build off each other and an uninterrupted narration of events, the reader must be
willing to retrace the events of the story by looking back to earlier letters in order to make
sense of later letters. The letters are usually arranged by the day on which they were
written, but this is not always the order that makes the best sense of the events of the
story. The reading of other people’s letters can be not only informative, but also intimate,
but there is a great deal of work that must be done by the reader to stay involved in the
story keeping characters and the sequences of events in order.
Two of the biggest weaknesses of the epistolary novel are its tendencies toward
repetition and reconstruction. Because it does not have a central naiTator to comment on
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what has happened or to relate scenes in which characters remind the reader what has
happened, the reader is left to rely on tlie written words of the characters to fill in
narrative gaps. The limitation of the epistolary novel’s reliance on second-hand
infoiTnation can be frustrating for writers, readers and even the characters. This reliance
on second-hand information creates the problem of the summarization of events and the
difficulty in presenting things exactly as they were. In one modem epistolary novel. The
Handmaid's Tale, by Margaret Atwood, the main character comments on the impossible
task of avoiding repetition or summarization of events when writing a letter:
This is a reconstruction. All of it is a reconstruction. It’s a reconstmction now, in
my head

When I get out of here, if I’m ever able to set this down,in any form,

even in theform ofone voice to another^ it will be a reconstmction then too, at yet
another remove. It’s impossible to say a thing exactly the way it was, because
what you say can never be exact, you always have to leave something out —
(134)
Language, in any form, has at its heart the inability to capture completely what is fleeting,
and “the compulsion to describe what cannot be put into words is one of the hallmarks of
the epistolary”(Kauffman 228). However, the personal quality of the letter creates a
feeling of connection between the lives of the characters and the emotional responses of
the readers. The fmstrations and challenges faced by the characters become more
realistic to the reader when the character comments on them, because in doing so they
confess their feelings to the letter’s recipient and also to the reader. This poses a
challenge for the writer in finding a balance between characters that are bland and
characters that moralize for the sake of being informative. The character commentary.
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when efficiently added, uses the strengths of the letter form to create an emotional
response in the reader, but if overly used or used in a manner in which the characters
forsake the quality of their letters by polluting them with emotional information, it can do
more harm than good.
The ability of a character to comment directly on what is occurring is the closest
the epistolary novel comes to dialogue. However, this possibility can be both effective as
well as distracting. In the Letters ofa Portuguese Nun, the heroine comments,“It seems
to me that I am doing the greatest possible wrong to the feelings of my heart in trying to
make them clear in writing to you”(Alcoforado 43). There is an innate human need to
communicate and to give in to self-expression. Nevertheless, the constant self-reflection
of a character can become distracting and repetitive. Sometimes, self-reflection is
unnecessary or inserted solely for emotional effect, as when a character comments on the
tears she is spilling onto the paper and how the ink is beginning to smear. Pamela is full
of these self-reflective statements; Pamela’s situation and her words recount the emotions
that she feels, but every other page seems to have some statement like, “I tremble to think
of it! (Richardson 119). The reader understands that Pamela is upset without all of her
statements about trembling and tears. Similarly, Marianna in The Letters ofa Portuguese
Nun tends to over comment on her situations causing the reader to question her
authenticity rather than sympathize with her,“Have you left me forever? I am in despair.
Your poor Marianna can no more; she is almost fainting while she finishes this letter.
Good-bye, good-bye. Have pity on me”(Alcoforado 31). Self-reflection may be added to
the story to make the character seem realistic, but it is easy for too much commentary to
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make the character just that, a character, rather than an actual person capable of writing
an intelligent letter.
Much criticism of epistolary novels argues that the epistolary form does not allow
for true creativity because letters are just surface level exchanges of words, and without
any real chance to compose character interaction or knit together a central narration, the
letter novel is not able to compete with other styles of fiction. These critics also suggest
that “the presence of emotion [provided by letters] is a threat to insight and intellect, and
“using the epistolary form does not always allow us to say different things than we can
within the traditional argumentation or via the personal essay”(Bower 157). However,
an innate emotive power of the intimate, confessional narrative is contained in the letter
form that is easily misused in epistolary fiction. Kauffman explains,“Words are

a mere

residue of all the sensations, emotions, and stimuli that are being absorbed consciously
and unconsciously. That residue is negligible, compared to what is left out (164). One
way of looking at this statement is to concede that the written word is only a footprint or
shadow of what has actually occurred. The other way to look at the statement is to
consider that words are one of the best recreations of actions and holders of feelings
available. The letter invites sympathy from the reader before it invites action. It is an
open forum for authors to both create and promote, and on occasion, even to exploit. The
language of letters makes these actions possible; the common everyday familiar mode of
communication lets the author truly expose character through letters. However, the
possibility of this emotional transparency can leave characters overdeveloped
emotionally and underdeveloped in other aspects.
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For an epistolary novel to stand amongst the great classics of literature the author
must overcome each one of the previously described limitations. The form may appear
simple, but for the story to be believable and intelligent, the author must pay particular
attention to these hindrances to writing. Overcoming these obstacles gives the epistolary
novel its unique and powerfully personal effect. The epistolary novel combines the
freedom of the novel with the familiarity of the letter, and this combination is what makes
the form both appealing and challenging.
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CHAPTER IV
EPISTOLARY COMPARISONS AND TRENDS
The art of art, the i^lory of expression and the sunshine ofthe light ofletters, is simplicity.
- Walt Whitman
The epistolary novel, like any other type of novel, tells a unique story, created by
the author and inspired by events both real and fictional. However, these collections of
letters have more in common with other forms of fiction than basic structure and means
of inspiration. The authors of epistolary novels face similar challenges and embrace
similar possibilities as other authors of fiction, but the individual works have their own
sets of unique characteristics that span generations and connect works from age to age.
The greatest of these connections lies in the appeal of the epistolary novel as a personal
means of expression. Every epistolary novel draws from attributes of the letter and other
forms of the novel. Similarities are found in the authors’ reasons for choosing the
epistolary style as well as in the popularity of specific versions of the epistolary novel.
Each author uses the same set of literary tools but uses them to create very different
effects.
The easiest comparisons to draw between the different epistolary novels used in
this study are in their common attributes. Any fictional work that is primarily composed
of letters qualifies as an epistolary novel, but the rules for the epistolary novel stop there.
The epistolary author has the freedom to elaborate upon this basic stmcture. One of the
most obvious differences between the works cited in this thesis is their length. The
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epistolary novel may be composed of as few as five letters, as in TJie Letters ofa
Portuguese Nun, or over one hundred letters, as in Pamela. The stories last only as long
as the coiTespondences last or as long as the correspondents live, as in the case of Martin
in Address Unknown.
A second attribute easy to compare between epistolary novels is the divisions
made in the book. Many epistolary novels do not have divisions other than the individual
letters, but for creative and dramatic effect, some epistolary novels have chapter
divisions. Both Dracula and Ella Minnow Pea have chapter divisions that are specific to
the events occurring in the novel. In Ella Minnow Pea, each time a letter or a couple of
letters falls off the statue of Nevin Nollop, tliose letters become forbidden and a new
chapter begins. Each chapter heading starts with a list of the twenty six letters in the
English alphabet, with an asterisk in place of the forbidden letters. The chapter divisions
in Dracula are more complex. Each chapter includes letters and diary entries from one or
more character, but the chapters vary in length from just a few pages to over twenty
pages. The chapters divide the series of events occurring within the story and end with
either a resolution or a clifflianger.
Just as epistolary novels and their chapters vary in length, so do the letters
themselves. The letters in Pamela and in The Letters ofa Portuguese Nun are multiple
pages long, and go into great detail describing what happened. However the letters in
Address Unknown and Ella Minnow Pea are sometimes only one sentence long. This
sentence brevity is particularly effective in these works to show urgency and to
demonstrate the dangers posed by the antagonistic censoring of the letters. With a
steadily disappearing alphabet, the Nollopians are forced to make up words with what
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little alphabet they have left and even resort to using numbers. Their linguistic creativity
also decreases the length of the letters composed towards the end of Ella Minnow Pea, as
is the situation in this letter:

Ella,
Pharewell. Pharewell. Tho we were not phrents 4 long, I will so
miss ewe. Ew'e are strong. It is goot that ewe are lepht. We wish ewe well
with Enterprise 32. We wish ewe well with ephereething ewe trie to
asheeph in these trieing phinal taes. To asheeph 4 Nollop.4 all we
espatriot Nollopians. The Nollopian tiaspora!
Aphetionatelee,
Tanea ant phamilee
PS.“H” has phallen.(Hee hee, ho ho. How totallee irrelephant to mie
lieph now!)(Dunn 184)
The letter is short, though direct and infoiTnative, because it has to be. However, it still
shows the creativity of the author as well as the sense of humor of the characters. Brevity
of letters does not necessarily mean sacrifice of quality or content.
The novelistic plot of the story such as conflict, climax, and resolution provide
differences in the number of characters as well as the level of involvement of the
characters. Both The Letters ofA Portuguese Niin and The Screwtape Letters have only
one letter writer, but they both include numerous other characters. Address Unknown
only has two letter writers, and Dracula, Ella Minnow Pea, and Pamela all have multiple
letter writers. The number of letter writers does not limit the number of characters that
may be involved in the story, but rather the type of story being told limits the number of
characters.
Far less obvious correlations may be drawn between the types or categories of
epistolary novels. Novels are divided between hundreds of specific categories, but a few
examples of the basic categories are mystery, adventure, historical, biographical,
romantic, and political. The epistolary novel was a precursor to the novel form common
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today and many of these same categories are found in epistolary novels. Many epistolary
novels even employ more than one of these basic categories. Draciila has qualities of
mystery, romance, and adventure. The Letters ofA Portuguese Nun is both romantic as
well as political. Ella Minnow Pea could be considered an adventure and political novel.
Address Unknown is obviously political, but also has a romantic as well as a historical
side. Pamela is both political and romantic. The Screwtape Letters is primarily
instructional, but the story line has an adventurous side as well. These basic categories of
the epistolary novel provide for deeper exploration of the epistolary constants across the
lifetime of the epistolary novel. Researchers can look at the evolution of the romantic
epistolary novel or they can make comparisons between early adventure epistles and
modem adventure epistles. By categorizing epistolary novels into distinct types it is easy
to find similarities and differences in characters and plots and even the physical letter
writing styles.
Although the tastes of readers change with what is going on in the world around
them, many qualities of the epistolary novel have remained the same over the last four
hundred years. The fundamental appeal of the form to both writer and reader is grounded
in the idea that “letters in fiction are particularly fascinating because they add a third
layer of complexity to a work: not only are there the perspectives of the writer and the
recipient, but there is that of the author of the work”(Ludington 1). The personal quality
and intimacy of the letter is also certainly one of the most appealing aspects to writers
and readers of the epistolary novel, and this quality has not changed with literary fashions
or trends. Critic Debbie McVitty explains, “what links these [modem] novels to
eighteenth-century novels is largely their implication that some form of truth or
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authenticity can be accessed through personal letters, or access to a secret, intimate
narrative"(3). The simplest quality of the epistolary novel is also its most powerful
quality. Letters are personal, simple, not intimidating, and that allows them to interest
people of all time periods.
Every book is held together by an organizing principle; it may be the author’s
reason for writing: it may be the author’s desire to have readers respond in a certain way;
and it is usually a combination of the two. The organizing principle is not only the theme
of the book, but also the book's purpose. English students are taught that literature is a
form of entertainment and pleasure, but it is also a means of informing and affecting.
Specific trends and similarities in the themes of epistolary novels can easily be seen in
these purposes of informing, affecting, and entertaining.
Although most epistolary novels have a tendency to lean toward the sentimental
and romantic hero and happy ending side, recent studies have emphasized the power of
the “disruptive rather than personal” quality of letters, and therefore the disruptive rather
than personal quality of epistolary novel (Gilroy 11). This trend is evident ia Address
Unknown'. Kressman Taylor selected the epistolary form because it was familiar but also
strong enough to register emotion in her readers. One critic explains how the once
sentimental style of writing has found a new home in the category of realism, in the
“trend away from thematic and structuralist criticism and toward meticulous cultural
historicization: the epistolary generic contract is always revised in the light of changing
historical contexts (Favret 42). The idea that the epistolary novel provides a means of
social commentary is nothing new, but rather one of the strongest existing corollai'ies
between early and recent epistolary novels.
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One of ilic fundamental attributes of the epistolary novel is its possibility to
comment directly and indirectly on social and political situations.

Pamela and

Address Unknow n, though written hundreds of years apart, exemplify this version of
social commentary. Although Pamela was written as a semi-instructional book for
women on writing letters and Address Unknown was specifically written to make a
statement about the dangers of the Nazi party, both works mount serious attacks on what
was considered acceptable and nonnal to some groups of people. Katherine Kressmann
Taylor chose the letter form to write her story because it showed how something as
simple and seemingly harmless as a letter could cause extreme danger in severe
situations. Kressmann originally planned to tell the story of the college students fearing
for their lives and the two friends corresponding across war tom seas in a more
conventional narrative complete with dialogue, but Kressmann decided the story must be
told in letters because the form better conveys intense and honest emotion. Her husband
even advised her to publish under a male pseudonym because the story was ‘too strong to
appear under the name of a woman”(Perry 2). The fundamental transparency of the
letter form and the image of an “address unknown” letter on the last page create the
feelings Kressmami desperately wanted from her readers.
While Pamela was not designed as a direct social commentary, it inadvertently
made drastic assertions about the treatment of servants, especially females, and the clash
of poverty and wealth in 18^*^ Century English society. Critic Amanda Gilroy explains
that through his novels, “Richardson uses the epistolary form to challenge the dominance
of the aristocracy: the novel is an agent of cultural revolution”(4). Pamela is a teenage
servant girl, capable of expressing intelligent thoughts and driven by both her adherence
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to virtue and morality as well as her understanding of her worth as a human being. These
novels were making historical social commentary whether or not they were intended to
do so. Both Richardson and Kressmann turned the pen around to write socially
disruptive novels using the epistolary form to challenge existing belief systems and to
pave the way for forward thinking.
The idea of a voice given to the voiceless has become one of the main effects of
social commentary epistolary fiction. The physical character portrayed by Pamela would
have been at the bottom of the list of people who are worthy of listening to by the reading
class. Richardson used his knowledge of the treatment of the serving class in
combination with his literary skills to write Pamela’s story. The upper class of the 18
Century may not listen to a girl of Pamela’s station, but through Richardson s novel they
could read about her and secondarily witness her afflictions. The epistolary mode,

as

previously mentioned, is particularly effective at involving the reader s emotions, and
therefore portrayed Pamela’s experience well, because she spoke directly to the readers.
This effect has been repeated through epistolary fiction throughout the last four hundred
years. The character of Celie, in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, is a modem example
of the effect of the letter giving an opportunity for the silence to be broken. A poor black
female in the 1930’s South was, socially speaking, voiceless. Celie is no exception to
this voiceless population, however; she was educated in reading and writing and through
her letters to God she is given the opportunity to express herself. Her self expression is
particularly effective because her letters are written in dialect which helps to develop her
character as well as to transport the reader into the setting. Celie is, in society s opinion,
a nobody, but her words are bold and vivid and her letters are full of emotion that the
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readers cannot help but feel. Kauffman explains how well this functions in the epistolary
form, “Walker's hybrid blending of epistolary and slave narrative is uniquely suited to
that process a.s pr^yccss...a meticulous representation of tlie tensions that arise from
estrangement from and in language"(203). Like Pamela, Celie’s letters give her a strong
voice to describe her situation and to evoke sympatliy and action from her readers.
Pamela and The Color Purple are just two of many examples of the epistolary form being
used by a seemingly insignificant person to speak out to the masses, and it is a technique
that has not faded with the evolution of epistolary fiction.
Alongside the ability of the epistolary form to give a voice to the voiceless is the
trend of letters being associated with the female gender. Many studies exist that have
associated the female voice w ith a particular talent for letter writing,"That a
‘feminization' of letter writing occurred in ... the second half of tlie seventeenth century
... and by the early eighteenth century letter writing was widely regarded as a genre in
which women excelled"(Earle 6). Deborah MeVitty notes that one male commentator
even called women “the Sex, who beat us all to nothing in Conversation and LetterWriting"(2). Researchers attribute this to the innate familiarity and intimate nature of
the letter form. Letters are by nature personal because they are written directly from one
person to another, and historically, women were capable of writing about matters of the
heart and home, and men wrote about everything outside of the home. This idea
coincides with the development of the epistolary form of fiction. Critic Thomas Beebee
calls this idea the “lettered woman,'’ and explains,“the epistolary novel became an
important cultural vehicle for giving women a voice, both as characters and as authors
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(Bcebee 105). This irend is clearly exemplified through early epistolary novels, and
particularly through modem ones.
Other trends in epistolary fiction are often a result of the ease of the epistolary
style to lend itself to specific purposes of writing. These purposes include letters of
advice, communication and pleasure. Another trend in epistolary fiction comes from the
appeal of the letter as something that physically exists, an object involved in the story that
combines the realistic with the created. Kauffman explains, “Letters have long
functioned to defamiliarize the distance between fiction and reality by drawing attention
to the fictiveness of the naiTative act” (233). This idea of fictitious narration was thought
to have been avoided by the early employers of the epistolary novel. However, modem
writers use the close distance between the characters and the readers to create, an
“implied” narrator. The characters themselves, by instructing or expressing thoughts, are,
in a sense, naiTating the story, not to each other but to the reader. The narration style is
omniscient because the story is progressing as the letters are being revealed to the
characters. Epistolary novels do not physically have a central narrator, but rather a
narrative style is created through the act of reading the letters. Researcher Thomas O.
Beebee addresses this point as follows: “Like our own lives, epistolary novels may have
no namator at all, since the letters written simultaneously comprise elements of plot, and
only become narrations when ‘overheard’ by the reader of the novel”(387). Writers of
epistolary fiction have learned to use this natural effect to carry a theme or message
throughout their story.
Each author chooses the epistolary form based on something that it does well or
something that it does uniquely. These strengths and challenges have been explored in

55

ihe previous chapters, and the authors and readers adequately explain their justifications
in choosing the epistolary form. However, one of tlie strongest appeals of the epistolary
form, both at time of its creation and today, lies in its originality. It was new, and
therefore appealing to writers and readers alike. Beebee explains how many authors liked
to try on different styles of writing, and the epistolary form was not an exception to this:
“From Jane Austen to Fyodor Dostoevsky, used the form for juvenilia or other
experiments before settling on their prefeiTed form of omniscient narration”(385). This
tendency and appeal is evident in the works ot tlie modem epistolary novelists. When
asked in an interview about his choice of the epistolary style for the novel Ella Minnow
Pea, Mark Dunn replied:
I look at letter writing as a form of conversation, you just have to wait a little
longer to get the answer back. It allows me to use the voices of my characters in a
very conversational style, albeit in this particular book I do put some pretty formal
language restrictions on the chai acters. But dialogue, I think, is one of the
strengths of my writing. I call it a challenge, but it was also incredibly fun.(2)
Dunn points out what is at the heart of the epistolary form, language. The letters act as
conversations, not only between characters, but between the author and the reader.
Epistolary literature hinges on the idea of communication being the means for expression,
novels existing in letter form utilize the directness of letters to communicate a message or
to tell a story. Epistolary novels can differ in all aspects but this one; letters
communicate, and therefore, epistolary fiction is written to explore and demonstrate this
communication.
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CONCLUSION
Sir. more thati kisses, letters mingle .souls:for, thusfriends absent speak.
- John Donne
In ccMiclusit^n I believe 1 have gained not only a belter understanding of the
epistolary t\:>rni and its history, but also answers to the questions previously posed:“Why
write through letters

and “Why do different authors use the epistolary method, and how

do they use it to create different types of effects?" My studies support the idea that
epistolary fiction is proficient at creating literature that centers around language and
communication without sacrificing the plot usually associated with novels. Writers have
a variety of reasons for choosing the epistolary form including writing for amusement,
looking for a change or a challenge, and also writing to combine reality and fiction.
Writers select the epistolary for these reasons, which are based on what the form does
well, and what it offers to readers and writers alike.
The strengths of epistolary fiction lie in tlie strengths of letters themselves. From
salutation to signature, letters replace dialogue and character interaction with a personal
expression of information, advice, or emotion. The epistolary form gives the character s
voice and words the most power; characters are developed through their writing.
Characters write not to tell a story to the reader, but to communicate between themselves.
These words are not written to describe a narration of events that the reader witnesses
secondarily, but rather the words are written as words that are supposed to be read. This
creates a unique opportunity for authors to involve their readers in a role similar to that of
the characters. Authors face specific challenges to using the epistolary form effectively,
which derive from a number of sources such as tendencies of repetition, over-expression.
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and a ditTiciiUy lo clearly scparaic events. The possibilities or strengths of the epistolary
form, however, are \\ hat unites works of epistolary fiction since its creation.
The effects created hy the epistolary novel are seemingly endless, but among the
different effects mentioned in this thesis one stands out. The epistolary form is personal.
Because it is an expressive form of eomnuinication, each letter adds a depth to the
characters that appeals to the readers in a personal nature. The reader reads every letter,
however, which puts them into

position of a narrator. Because letters are physically

involved in the story, the epistolary form is good at bringing the reader into the mind of
the character and the setting of the novel. This involvement makes the character’s words
seem realistic, and gives the message of the author a heightened strength. Authors have
written epistolary works in a variety of lengths and styles, but all act as a form of
communication, and therefore all have this personal effect of character’s involving
readers.

Epistolary fiction tells a story, but it tells it through communication, and its

greatest strengths are in its ability to convey messages, not just between characters, but
between writers and readers as well.
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Narrative Devices Used in Dracula
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Narrative Devices Used in Dracula
I.

lnlrc»duciorv Instructions

2.

Jcmathan Harker's Journal (kept in shorthand) p.l

3.

Various Letters
a.

Between Lucy and Mina p.55

h.

Between Quincy and Arthur p.62

c.

Betw een Samuel F. Billington & Son, Whitby, and Messrs. Carter,
Paterson &Co., London p.98

cl.

Between Sister Agatha and Wilhelmina Murray p.lOl

e.

Between Arthur Holm wood and Dr. Seward p.l 12

f.

Between Van Helsing and Dr. Seward p.l 14

g.

Between Van Helsing and Mrs. Harker p.l80

h.

Between Mitchell. Sons & Candy and Lord Godaiming p274

4.

Dr. Seward's Diary (kept in phonograph) p.61

5.

Various Telegrams
a.

From Arthur Holmwood to Quincy Morris p.63

b. From Arthur Holmwood to Dr. Seward p.l 12
c.

From Van Helsing to Dr. Seward p.l43

d. Frc:>m Mrs. Harker to Van Helsing p.l80
e.

From Rufus Smith, Lloyd’s, London to Lord Godaiming p.337

6.

Mina Munay's Journal p.64

7.

Various Newspaper Cuttings
a.

From “The Daily Telegraph” p.77
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b. I'rom “ rhc Pall Mall Gazelle” p. 137
c.

Prom ‘The Wesiminsier Gazelle” p.l77

S. Log ot ihc “Dcmclcr” p.83
9. l.ucy Wcsicnra's Diary p.l 11
10. Various Memoranda
a.

Let'i by Lucy Weslenra p.l43

b. By Mina Marker (eniered in her journal) p. 353
c.

By Abraham Van Helsing p.365

I 1. Rcpori from Pairick Hennessey p.l55
12. Notes
a.

Left by Van Helsing. directed to John Seward (not delivered) p.203

b. By Jonathan Harker p.38
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Image of the Final Letter in Address Unknown
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